Quantification and molecular characterization of regulatory T cells in connective tissue diseases.
The aim of our study was to investigate and characterize regulatory T cells (Treg) in peripheral blood of patients with connective tissue diseases (Systemic lupus erythematosus, systemic sclerosis, Sjögren's syndrome, poly- and dermatomyositis) as compared with blood from healthy controls. Treg cells were quantified and phenotypically characterized by flow cytometry while the expression level of Foxp3 mRNA was evaluated by real time PCR. A reduced percentage of peripheral blood Treg cells was found in patients than in controls, irrespective of the type of connective tissue disease. Treg cells, especially those expressing one of the phenotypical markers, seemed to differ not only between patients and healthy controls but also among types of diseases. Additionally, the presence of autoantibodies as well as disease activity appeared to be correlated with particular Treg cell populations, especially those expressing one of the examined phenotypical markers. Correlations with therapy suggested that glucocorticoids plus antimalarial or other immunosuppressor drugs diminished the percentage of Treg cells, especially of those with memory phenotype. These findings indicated dysregulations at the level of Treg cells and suggested an involvement of these cells in the pathology of connective tissue diseases. Moreover, our data are in agreement with the suggestion that Treg cells could be therapeutic targets for some autoimmune diseases.